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Contained on almost a mile of microfilm, a complete set of 
SEARS, ROEBUCK AND CO. catalogs spans the years from 1888 to 1956. The 
51 rolls of film presented by SEARS trace the history of the American 
way of living over the past 68 years from the Gay Nineties to today. 

It covers 140,000 pages of Americana - now available to 
historians, researchers, and to those who may want to shake the bustle 
of the present day and slip away to a more relaxed era. 

In addition to recording the American merchandising scene over 
the years, these catalogs represent the work and efforts of thousands 
of Americans. 

Edgar Rice Burroughs, author of the famed "Tarzan" series was 
at one time a copywriter for SEARS catalogs. Norma Shearer, Jean Arthur, 
Gloria Swanson, Frederic March, Joan Caulfield, Susan Hayward, Anita Colby 
and Lauren Bacall all graced the pages of SEARS catalogs as models in the 
years past. 

Catalogs of yesteryear not only show that a certain style of item 
was popular during a certain period, but the amount of popularity each 
item enjoyed can also be determined by the amount of space devoted to 
it. Because they accurately reflect the styles and furnishings of by-gone 
years, the old catalogs are frequently used by producers of Broadway shows 
and Hollywood movies. Walt Disney is the proud owner of the most complete 
set of old catalogs on the West Coast and consults them frequently for 


styles and ideas. 
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The 1899 Easter Parade listings include a group of "fashionable 
' hats", ranging in price from $1.87 to $1.98, and weighing as much 
as two pounds. The $1.98 number came in seven different color combinations 
brown and light blue roses. 

V 

Silk stockings showed up in the catalog for the first time in 
1912, bearing the stern admonition to purchasers to "treat them carefully." 
Pajamas first appeared - for men only - in 1899. Finding few takers, they 
were dropped until 1908, when they came back to stay. 

In the field of fashion, though, many of the so-called "old styles" 
are back with us today. Pork-pie hats for men featured in 1910 - and 
within the past three years have returned to the American scene. 

Old-timers will recall such gone and near-forgotten articles as 
bosom boards (a cardboard stiffener to be slipped inside men's be-ruffled 
shirt fronts to keep them stiff), mourning handkerchiefs, Prince Albert 
suits, and goat sulkies. Cuckoo clocks were the rage -after their intro¬ 
duction in the 1894 book - and have again reappeared in the latest catalogs. 

Prices in "The Good Old Days?" Well ... for example: artificial 

glass eyes for horses at $5, a 10-pound pail of salt trout at 85c, a 
custom-tailored men's suit for $11, buffalo-hide coats were $23.50, a 
vacuum bust developer sold for $2 and five-piece parlor suite was priced 
at $22.90. 















It wasn’t until 1924 that SEARS dropped white duck covered wagons, 
(once-famous Covered Wagons) from the catalogs .. and while harness and 
saddlery occupied 31 pages in 1907, it takes only one page in the 1956 
catalog. Buggies, which occupied 22 catalog pages in 1896 had disappeared 
by 1933 and the first talking machine was listed in 1898. 

In 1910, the catalog offered a Superba ballbearing washing machine 
for $6.50. It washed "anything that could be washed", and was yours for 
a free six-months' trial. "My daughter of 13 does our family wash for 
nine people and does it with easy with the Superba," said one pleased 
customer. 

Today, 64 years after the first "Big Book" was published, the 
catalog is still the nation's best seller - though it is given away. 

Over the years the catalog has been called an American Scrapbook, the 
Wishbook, and American Diplomat and a Kaleidoscope of America. 

The pages of each catalog round out life's cycle - beginning 
with a baby's layette and going on to a Bible - with " large, clear type 
designed for ea^y reading." Each of the large books lists thousands of 
items, covering all phases of American living and ranging in cost from 
a roller skate key for five cents, to the current biggest item - a 
22-foot cabin cruiser at $2,250.00. 
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SEARS is now distributing sets of microfilm copies of the catalogs 
of the past 64 years to public and university libraries in selected geo¬ 
graphical areas across the nation. Other libraries will be able to borrow 
the sets for their own use through the inter-library loan service. 

Each set of microfilm contains 5158 feet of film and covers each 
page of the company's large catalogs from 1892 to 1956. Also included is 
a special watch catalog published in 1888 - one of the first catalogs ever 
published by SEARS. 

To keep the microfilm sets up to date, SEARS now microfilms each 
new Big Book as it is published and furnishes copies to the libraries and 
institutions which have complete film sets. 

Despite the care and caution exercised by the company, the ancient 
copies of SEARS catalog kept on file in the national offices are aging and 
showing the ravages of time. Through the modern miracle of microfilming, 
the company has permanently recorded the saga of American merchandising 
on film and now makes these volumes of Americana available to students, 
researchers, and historians through this donation of microfilm sets to 
public and college libraries. 





















































